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Ann Patchett is the author of seven novels—The Patron Saint of Liars (1992), 

Taft (1994), The Magician’s Assistant (1997), Bel Canto (2001), Run (2007) State 

of Wonder (2011) and Commonwealth (2016) as well as three nonfiction books. 

For Bel Canto, she won the Orange Prize, the PEN/Faulkner Award, and the 

2003 Book Sense Book of the Year. She is a graduate of Sarah Lawrence  

College, the Iowa Writer’s Workshop and a recipient of a Guggenheim  

Fellowship. In 2012, she was named by Time magazine as one of the 100 Most  

Influential People in the World. She lives in Nashville with her husband, Karl 

VanDevender, and their dog, Sparky. She is the co-owner of  Parnassus Books 

(https://parnassusmusing.net). 

Commonwealth, Patchett’s first “autobiographical novel,” tells the enthralling story of how an unexpected  

romantic encounter irrevocably changes two families' lives. One Sunday afternoon in Southern California, 

Bert Cousins shows up at Franny Keating's christening party uninvited. Before evening falls, he has kissed 

Franny's mother, Beverly, setting in motion the dissolution of their marriages and the joining of two families. 

Spanning five decades, Commonwealth explores how this chance encounter reverberates through the lives of 

the four parents and six children involved. Spending summers together in Virginia, the Keating and Cousins 

children forge a lasting bond that is based on a shared disillusionment with their parents and the strange and 

genuine affection that grows up between them. 

The underlying scenario is close to Patchett’s own experience after her parents split up, thrusting her and 

her sister into a forced relationship with a stepfather and his four kids. Patchett goes on to say in an inter-

view with Meg McConahey, “The specific details and the action are not true. The outcomes are not true. But 

the emotional content is true; how we all felt about divorce and remarriage and having a blended family and 

moving around and growing up,” she said of the book.  

Unlike her fictional narrative, Patchett didn’t just surprise her family with a story that circled the edges of 

their own. She talked to everyone at the beginning, middle and end of the writing process, careful not to step 

on anyone’s life. “I don’t want to inconvenience anybody or hurt anybody, but I also don’t want to close my-

self off to any part of my life. And,” she said, “everybody was very supportive.” (The Press Democrat,  

September 15, 2016). 

Patchett remarks in an interview with Hilli Levin, “I read an essay by Jonathan Franzen where he said that it’s 

important for the novelist to always do the thing that scares him the most. For me, nothing was more  

terrifying than writing a novel that had to do with my family. I’ve always thought it’s so much braver and 

more honorable to just make everything up. But now that I’m in my 50s, I thought hey, I can 

do whatever I want.” (BookPage, September 2016).  
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Discussion Questions for Commonwealth 

 

1. How is each child affected by the divorce and neglect that results? 

2. What does it mean to become a family again in the wake of divorce? How does each child grow to respond to the 

family difficulties? 

3. In what ways are the siblings good for and to each other? 

4. Bert believes that his divorce, all the difficulties for the children, and his marriage to Beverly were inevitable. “We’re 

magic,” he says to her. In what ways might this be true? To what extent does romantic love justify their decision? 

5. What influence did the time periods, especially the ’60s and ’70s, have on the behavior and decisions of the  

characters? 

6. What’s added to the novel by the presence of Lomer, Fix’s first partner on the police force? 

7. How does the aging of the four parents - Beverly, Fix, Teresa and Bert - affect their feelings and behavior regarding 

each other and the children? 

8. Franny falls for Leon Posen because of “the brightness in him.” What might this mean? Why do you think Franny and 

Leo were willing to overlook their age difference? 

9. As adults, Jeanette suggests to Albie, perhaps in jest, that they create a family therapy plan for Holly and their  

mother. What does it take to repair and rebuild family relationships after so much division and tragedy? 

10. What do the various literary allusions (David Copperfield, The Return of the Native, The English Patient, T. S. Eliot’s, The 

Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock) bring to the novel? 

11. After writing his novel based on the life stories of the siblings, Leon Posen says, “It’s my book,” while Albie asks, 

“How did he end up with my life?” What are the ethical and legal issues of the situation? Should there be regulations for 

writing about others without their consent? 

12. Fix believes, “There’s no protecting anyone…keeping people safe…is a story.” To what extent is this true? Why 

does he believe this? 

13. Holly chooses meditation over medication as a way of dealing with her suffering and stress. In what ways is this a 

healthy response to her life? What of her mother’s question of whether it’s “a real life”? 

14. Among other things, Holly is attempting to find inner peace. To what extent does childhood experience determine 

who we become? How can an unsatisfying or unhealthy self be transformed? 

15. Beverly admits late in her life that “other people’s children are too hard.” What does she mean? In what ways is this 

true or not? 

 

(Continued on reverse side) 



Discussion Questions continued 

 

16. Discussing their difficult past, Holly says to Teresa, “you got through it.” What’s the value  

of this? In what ways does each character go beyond this to remake his or her life?   

17. Bert and Beverly’s kiss sets everything in motion for a lot of people who had no choice in  

the matter. How does that single decision shape everyone else’s life? 
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